Mail surveys can achieve high response rates in a dermatology patient population.
In order to understand the burden of skin disease on patient populations, researchers need to be able to measure exposures and outcomes of interest in a population-based study. One method of obtaining such information is mailed patient surveys. This method of obtaining information, however, raises concerns regarding possible low response rates, and to the best of our knowledge, this method has not been attempted in large dermatology patient populations with a high response rate. We sought to determine whether using a slightly modified version of the Dillman Total Design Method as a mailed survey protocol would result in a high response rate in a dermatology population. A mail survey was sent using a slightly modified version of Dillman's Total Design Method to 4894 patients seen in the Dermatology Department of the University of Pennsylvania, who were diagnosed with nonmelanoma skin cancer, dermatophytosis, acne rosacea, seborrheic keratosis, or warts; 74.1% of the subjects responded to the mailings; 69.8% (n=3203) of patients returned a completed survey. Response rates (both as overall response and as survey completers only) were high across a wide spectrum of dermatologic illnesses and did not vary significantly by entry diagnosis. Dillman's Total Design Method appears to be an effective tool for researchers studying the burden of skin disease in a large sample of dermatology patients.